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Sustainable Consumption and Production as Climate Change Mitigation Strategy for
China
Patrick Schroeder1
Abstract
China’s greenhouse gas emissions currently stem mainly from sources related to industrial
production and electricity generation. With accelerating speed of urbanisation and economic
policies which aim to increase domestic consumption, over the next decade a major share of
China’s emissions will be resulting from consumption related activities. This paper will
discuss the current status of consumption in China and options of the integrated approach of
sustainable consumption and production (SCP) for reducing emissions from the three
consumption demand areas housing, mobility and food. In this context it discusses
consumption trends and the growth of the global consumer class in China, the circular
economy approach, and the potential of current government stimulus spending and policies to
create sustainable urban infrastructures and consumption patterns from the outset.
Introducing Sustainable Consumption and Production (SCP)
The approach of sustainable consumption and production (SCP) can be distinguished
according to three aspects: First, it is an integrative analytical perspective which helps to
understand the complex interrelationship between economic activity, human well-being and
environmental degradation. Secondly, it is a set of practical solutions or ‘tools’ to address
social, economic and environmental problems arising from unsustainable production and
consumption patterns. Finally, it is a political agenda to promote and support policies
necessary for the systemic transition towards sustainable consumption and production
patterns.
SCP as an integrative analytical perspective is based on the realisation that
consumption and production are not separated from each other, but are inextricably
connected and need to be considered as a coupled system (Lebel and Lorek, 2008). However,
the SCP perspective is, for conceptual simplification, still often separated into the production
side and the consumption side, with consumption and production referred to as ‘two sides of
the same sustainability coin’ (UNEP-DTIE, 2009; De Ruyt, 2008). Some related concepts
which are relevant and supportive of the SCP perspective are, amongst others, Factor 4 and
‘dematerialisation’ (v. Weizsäcker, Lovins & Lovins, 1997) and ecological footprint analysis
(Wackernagel and Rees, 1996). The most important analytical tool of the SCP perspective is
life-cycle thinking through which it is possible to consider all stages of the life-cycle of goods
and services from resource extraction to end-of-life phase, thereby making the ‘world behind
the product’ visible. Conceptually, life cycle thinking offers huge untapped potential for
providing comprehensive information and data about products and the associated
environmental impacts. There is currently still a gap between the life-cycle information
already generated and comprehensive practical applications which address environmental
issues based on life cycle thinking (Mont & Bleischwitz, 2007).
Similarly, the SCP concept has been discussed since the early 1990s, however, tools
and methodologies for practical implementation are still evolving. SCP as a practical
approach developed out of the Cleaner Production approach which, according to the formal
definition by UNEP and UNIDO (UNEP-DTIE website), “is the continuous application of an
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integrated, preventive environmental strategy towards processes, products and services in
order to increase overall efficiency and reduce damage and risks for humans and the
environment.” Born out of the realisation that Cleaner Production alone will not be sufficient
to achieve the necessary reduction in environmental impacts (Mont & Plepys, 2008), and that
overall increases in consumption can offset efficiency improvements on the production side
through so-called rebound effects (Sorrell, 2007), the cleaner production approach was
extended by adding the ‘consumption side’ - thereby creating the integrated SCP approach.
SCP offers a ‘toolbox’ containing range of practices and solutions which are being used to
address unsustainable consumption and production patterns. Some of these SCP practices are
technical and managerial, seeking to improve product properties and manufacturing processes,
i.e. make them more energy and resource efficient, reduce the content of toxic substances and
the output of industrial waste products. Examples of this type are the above mentioned
cleaner production practices, technological innovation and green supply chain management.
Other practices are used to effectively communicate relevant information about
products or companies’ performance to stakeholders, such as policymakers and consumers.
Such information sharing and communication practices include among others eco-labelling,
sustainability reporting, product information disclosure and consumer awareness raising.
Further practices can be classified as demand side management approaches which go beyond
simply providing better information, but actively influencing consumption behaviour towards
becoming more sustainable. Examples here include product choice editing by retailers and
regulators, or green public procurement undertaken by local and national government bodies.
All these different practices described above are often closely related and mutually supportive,
thereby can be combined as a package for a more comprehensive strategy to deal with the
environmental, social and economic impacts of consumption and production systems,
including climate change (Tuncer and Schroeder, 2009).
In addition to being a conceptual perspective and practical approach, SCP is also a
global political agenda and process. The political SCP agenda first gained momentum at the
World Summit for Sustainable Development (WSSD) in 2002 where it was stated that “…all
countries should promote sustainable consumption and production patterns, with the
developed countries taking the lead and with all countries benefiting from the process…”
(WSSD Plan of Implementation, 2002).
Responding to the call of the WSSD Johannesburg Plan of Implementation, UNEP and
UN DESA initiated a global action plan to promote sustainable consumption and production
in June 2003, the so-called Marrakech Process. It is a global multi-stakeholder process
(including national governments, private sector and civil society) to promote SCP and to
work towards a 'Global Framework for Action on SCP', a 10-year framework of programmes
on SCP to support regional and national initiatives promoting the shift towards SCP patterns.
The Commission on Sustainable Development (CSD) will review the theme of SCP during its
2010/11 two-year cycle (UNEP DTIE/UN DESA, 2007; UNEP, 2009). One of the main goals
of the Marrakech Process is the development of non-prescriptive guidelines to support the
implementation of national SCP programmes and action plans which requires the active
participation of national governments (Clark, 2007). One example of such a national action
plan is the Sustainable Consumption and Production and Sustainable Industrial Policy
Action Plan by the European Union which was adopted on 4 December 2008 (Council of the
European Union, 2008). While this action plan is currently the most elaborate plan globally
available, it has been criticised by different stakeholders for its lack of proposed action and
measures. An alternative ‘blueprint’ has been launched as recently as May 2009 and proposes
how the current EU action plan should be improved to make significant progress towards
realising SCP in Europe (EEB, 2009).
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SCP and Climate Change
How does the pressing issue of climate change relate to the SCP perspective, SCP approaches
and related political processes? From the SCP perspective climate change can be said to be
the result of currently unsustainable consumption and production patterns. Whilst climate
change is often perceived as mainly an energy issue, through the SCP perspective it becomes
clear that many more economic sectors and activities need to be considered, including among
others forestry, agriculture, and waste management.
The application of life-cycle thinking and detailed analysis of a wide range of products shows
that current efforts to reduce greenhouse gases do not focus on the ‘hot-spots’ responsible for
the main share of emissions. Huge potentials for reduction exist ‘upstream’ in the value chain,
the resource extraction phase and early stages of raw material processing, as well as
‘downstream’ in the value chain, during the use phases of goods and services (see Figure 1).

Figure 1: Opportunities for emission reductions along the value chain (Source: Tuncer and Schroeder,
2009).

Currently, the main global, bi-lateral and local initiatives to reduce greenhouse gas
emissions, such as the Kyoto Protocol under the UNFCCC, or the Asia Pacific Partnership,
focus mostly on the production side, i.e. technical improvements in electricity generation
infrastructures and industrial manufacturing equipment. While acknowledging the importance
of these actions, the SCP perspective also shows that a variety of social issues need to be
considered to understand the underlying causes of climate change and find possible solutions
to climate change. The most crucial contribution of the SCP approach to climate change is the
realisation that in addition to technical solutions other non-technical issues and options for
change on the consumption side need to be considered and supported, particularly for the
reduction of emissions through behaviour and lifestyle changes.
This proposition by the SCP approach is supported by growing scientific evidence
that not only technological and industrial transformation towards renewable energy
technologies such as wind or solar, energy efficient manufacturing processes and new
technological innovations are required to successfully mitigate climate change, but issues
relating to consumer behavior and life styles are keys in finding a solution. For instance, in
the Synthesis Report of the IPCC’s Fourth Assessment Report it is stated that “there is also
high agreement and medium evidence that changes in lifestyle and behaviour patterns can
contribute to climate change mitigation across all sectors. Management practices can also
have a positive role.“ (IPCC, 2007: 59).
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Looking more specifically at which type of consumption patterns and lifestyles have
climate change impacts, a comprehensive study about end-consumption related activities in
the EU-25 has shown that there are currently three consumption sectors, also called demand
areas, responsible for about 70-80% of the overall environmental impact of human
consumption and production systems (EIPRO Study, 2006). These demand areas are housing,
mobility and food and they are also thought to be the causes for about 70% of the global
warming potential in the European Union (ETC/RWM NAMEA data base). Applying life
cycle thinking shows that by addressing these three demand areas significant reductions in
environmental impacts, including greenhouse gas emissions and climate change mitigation,
can be achieved. For instance, more than 80% of greenhouse gas emissions over the life cycle
of a private passenger vehicle occur during the consumption phase, i.e. while driving the car
(WWF-UK, 2008). Similarly, the use phase of a computer is responsible for three times more
greenhouse gas emissions than the emissions resulting from the manufacturing of the
computer (UNEP, 2008).
Examples of SCP practices which are currently trying to address climate change issues
in these three consumption demand areas are, for example, energy labeling for buildings and
electric appliances, carbon labeling for food products or emission standards for private
vehicles. Most of the SCP practices simultaneously address other environmental, social and
economic issues also. Labeling for buildings encourages better insulation for energy
efficiency in housing, which not only reduces energy consumption for heating or cooling, it
also helps households save money in the long run. Using low-carbon or even zero-carbon
transportation contributes to improving air quality in cities and has significant health benefits
for inhabitants. Finally, in the demand area of food, consumer awareness raising can support
efforts to reduce the intake of red meat, particularly beef, which can not only significantly
lessen greenhouse gas emissions from agriculture and deforestation, but also has positive
health effects reducing the risk of cancer (Cross et al., 2007).
SCP in Asia and China
The adoption of the SCP perspective in Asia for the analysis of environmental issues has so
far not been without complications. While the awareness about ‘production side’ issues and
the need to reduce industrial pollution is widely acknowledged, the sustainable consumption
part of SCP has at times been an almost controversial topic for Asian developing countries,
including China. The reason behind this controversy are considerations of global equity and
historic responsibility of the industrialised economies of Europe, North America and Japan,
which house only 20% of the world population, but are currently responsible for almost 80%
of the life-cycle impacts of consumption, therefore are still the ‘prime culprits’ of modern
consumption patterns (Tukker et al. 2008: 1219; Schor, 2005).
Current trends in global consumption patterns, including Asia and in China, pose a
dilemma because of two seemingly contradictory traits: patterns of over-consumption and
under-consumption existing side by side. Consumption levels in Asia, and particularly in
China, have increased dramatically over the last three decades since the opening-up economic
reforms under Deng Xiaoping. At the same time, millions of people are still not consuming
enough to meet their basic needs for water, food, shelter or energy services and, increasingly,
suffer from the environmental problems associated with industrial pollution. Why should
China and other Asian developing countries, which often are still struggling with issues of
poverty reduction, should restrict or change their consumption levels when western
industrialised countries are responsible for the largest share of current and historical levels of
resource consumption and associated industrial pollution and resource depletion? Why
should Asian developing countries realise sustainable consumption while western
consumption patterns are still highly unsustainable? The SCP debate shows close parallels to
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the international discussions on climate change, per capita emissions and commitments for
emission reductions by developing countries, above all China. The sensitivities about
historical responsibility and global equity are important issues to be resolved, not only for
climate change, and the concept of sustainable consumption being a key issue in the debate.
Another barrier to the acceptance of the sustainable consumption concept, in Asia as
much as in Europe, is the perception that sustainable consumption is automatically a
restriction in consumption and of reduction in quality of life. In this respect, the challenges of
promoting sustainable consumption in Asia’s newly industrialising economies are similar to
those in Europe and North America. The first test is to make stakeholders such as
policymakers, consumers, business and researchers understand that the concept of sustainable
consumption is not necessarily about less consumption, but about efficient consumption.
While it might entail a reduction in the quantity of resources consumed, it also means
improving the quality of consumption, thereby contributing to increases in quality of life.
Regarding SCP as a practical approach, it is important to recognise that economies of
different countries have significant differences in their consumption and production patterns
due to their different stages of economic development. Hence, a one size fits all SCP
approach is not feasible. Practices that have been successful in Europe, the US or Japan might
only be to some extend replicable in China and other Asian countries. In practice, the
‘production side’ practices such as cleaner production for industrial resource efficiency,
phase-out of outdated industrial equipment or technological innovation approaches have been
taken up relatively quickly by policy and business in Asia and China and show first success.
In contrast, the SCP practices addressing the ‘consumption side’ for consumption
behaviour and life-styles have so far received little attention, and require possibly more
complex and integrative practices involving a larger range of stakeholders than conventional
production side practices. The reason is that consumption is not only an activity to fulfill
basic needs for food, clothing and shelter, but increasingly driven by a complex set of forces
rooted in different psychological, social, cultural and institutional settings (Mont and Plepys,
2008:536), which can be quite different within the Asian context. Therefore, understanding
and addressing consumption issues in Asia and China possibly requires different approaches
than those applied in Europe.
Several international initiatives are currently underway trying to promote the SCP
agenda in the Asia Pacific region. The main new message of these initiatives is that pollution
control alone is not enough to reduce environmental damage and mitigate climate change,
and that demand side management approaches to control consumption will become
increasingly critical in the future.
The 3R (reduce, reuse, recycle) concept and initiative from Japan can be seen as an
early SCP approach as it is also based on life-cycle thinking. Currently, the Japanese
government and the Institute for Global Environmental Strategies (IGES) are working
towards bringing the two concepts and approaches of 3Rs and SCP together. The Green
Growth Initiative, funded by the Korea International Cooperation Agency (KOICA), is a
policy focus for Asia that emphasizes ecologically sustainable economic progress. Next to
initiatives for promotion of green taxation and sustainable infrastructure, Green Growth also
includes a component on demand side management through SCP. Several project-based
initiatives have also been funded by the European Commission, such as under AsiaProEco
and most recently under the SWTICH Asia Programme. These projects involve small and
medium sized enterprises and are carried out by a range of different organisations. In addition
to greening industries these programmes have the strategic goal and make attempts to give
the concept and approach of SCP more prominence in Asian policymaking.
In China, the national action plan for SCP is currently being promoted and realised
through the ‘circular economy’ concept – promoting closed-loop industrial processes where
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waste products are reused and recycled as opposed to a linear one-way cradle to grave
straight-out production and consumption processes. On a theoretical level, the circular
economy concept is closely related to ecological modernisation concepts and aims for
simultaneous positive outcomes for the Chinese economy, society, and the environment. On a
practical level, the circular economy model is mainly a cleaner production approach that aims
to ensure that industrial facilities’ waste product outputs (including heat, water, materials) are
other facilities’ resource inputs. By preventing waste at the source as well as turning waste
into a resource, the circular economy concept aims to reduce both waste to be treated and
levels of resource consumption of the industry (NRDC, 2006). Despite these efforts by
Chinese government agencies and industries, the knowledge of existing circular economy
best practices in China is still somewhat inadequate, especially with regard to the
effectiveness, efficiency and appropriateness of best practices for the differing contexts of
Chinese economy (Geng et al, 2008). The law is extremely important in terms of announcing
China’s intent to pursue a more sustainable model of industrial development, but to move
from only being a comprehensive policy statement to implementation requires further
specification. Efforts to implement circular economy currently focus mainly of large state
owned enterprises. To make the circular economy a common industrial practice, more
attention is required to improve the environmental performance of small and medium sized
enterprises which constitute about 99% of all companies in China and generate about 60% of
the industrial output value (Ho, 2005). From the SCP perspective, the circular economy
approach is still too much focused on the production side and not sufficiently considers
consumption side issues.
Consumption Trends and Climate Change in China
As mentioned above, fast developing emerging economies display a wide range of different
consumption and production patterns. In countries like China, India and Brazil stark
differences exist between regions and social classes where poverty and western high-impact
life-styles often exist side by side. As the societies in emerging economies are in flux and the
momentum of rapid economic development will continue despite global financial crises and
economic downturn, over the next two to three decades 80% or more of their future
infrastructures will still be built. This is as much a worrying trend as much as it is an
opportunity! Decisive action towards setting up sustainable consumption and production
systems in the early stages of development can be realised before the societies are locked-in
though unsustainable infrastructures, institutions and behaviour.
This is exemplified through Asian urbanisation trends which are major drivers for
economic development and social change, resulting in massive changes of consumption and
production patterns. In Asia, by around 2035 the urban population will have grown by 70% to
more than 2.6 billion people (ADB, 2006). More than half the construction going on in the
world is currently taking place in China and by 2030 this one country is expected to have
more than 200 cities with populations of over one million people each (McKinsey Global
Institute, 2008). Urbanisation is not only driving construction, but further a driver for new
mobility patterns. At present, with only about 2% of the population in China owning a motor
vehicle, private car ownership is still low compared with 40-50% in Europe and North
America, but this level is expected to rise steeply, and estimates put the number of private
passenger cars in China at 190 million by 2035 (ADB, 2006).
Finally, it is particularly urban consumers that belong to the emerging so-called
“global consumer class” which totaled about 1.7 billion people in 2004 – of which almost
40% are in Asia (Worldwatch Institute, 2004). Global consumers share certain elements of a
lifestyle of conspicuous consumption regardless of their cultural background or nationality –
they are likely to live in modern apartments equipped with electronic appliances and gadgets,
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have access to information technologies and global luxury brands, own their own cars, travel
by air, etc. This consumer class in Asia is now estimated at around 600 million people,
already more than the total populations of Europe and North America combined. In China,
rapid growth in economic activity and incomes has revolutionised access to modern
consumer goods and services. The country has in the last three decades not only become a
global manufacturing hub, but it is now home to an emerging consumer class. It is estimated
that by 2020 about 700 million Chinese will be part of this global consumer class, compared
with less than 100 million today. In terms of spending, this increase in consumer numbers
equals a five-fold increase in urban consumer spending over the next 20 years to $2.3 trillion
per year (McKinsey Global Institute, 2006:17)
While the consumption patterns of millions of urban consumers in the newly
industrialised countries of the Asia-Pacific region are converging with those of western
industrialised countries – especially within the younger generations – there are still stark
differences between rural and urban consumption patterns in many of these countries. One
commonly used tool to measure and compare the environmental impact of consumption
patterns is the environmental footprint analysis. In China ecological footprint analysis shows
that there are large differences between rural and urban footprints. The rural ecological
footprint is between 0.8 to1.2 ha per inhabitant, while the urban footprint can be as high as 3
to 6 ha per inhabitant (Salat, 2008), the latter being comparable to the average urban
European footprint. Looking only at China’s mean ecological footprint of 1.6 ha per
inhabitant, which is still below the global average of 2.2 (CCICED & WWF, 2008), is
therefore not giving the complete picture of the situation. Furthermore, the comparison of
different Chinese and global cities’ footprints shows that Beijing and Tokyo have similar
ecological footprints (about 4 ha per inhabitant), and Shanghai and London’s inhabitants have
a footprint of about 5.5 ha per person (Salat, 2008). This shows that urban consumer lifestyles
of people living in Chinese metropolis are equal in terms of environmental impact to those in
industrialised countries of Europe and Japan.
The high urban ecological footprint is closely related to per capita emissions and
carbon footprints which are becoming relevant in the global climate change debate. While
China’s average per capita emissions are currently still below 6 tonnes per year, it can be
expected that there is a significant different between rural per capita emissions and urban per
capita emissions in China. For example, Beijing has annual per capita greenhouse gas
emissions of 6.9 tonnes and Shanghai 8.2 tonnes (Vaughn, 2009) while the per capita
emissions of rural Chinese are significantly lower than the national average. This stands in
contrast to industrialised countries where the highest share of carbon emissions can be
attributed to people living in sub-urban and rural areas and urban consumers often have up to
50% lower carbon footprints. Comparing the per capita emissions of different global cities,
the inhabitants of Beijing and Shanghai have significantly higher footprints than their
counterparts living in Tokyo (4.8 tonnes), Seoul (3.8 tonnes) or Barcelona (3.4 tonnes)
(Vaughn, 2009). This difference is mainly due to public transport infrastructure and building
densities reducing the need for motorized personal transport in those cities (see figure 2).
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Figure 2: GHG emissions per capita (tonnes of CO2 equivalent). (Source: Vaughn/IIED 2009)

Realising Low-Carbon Lifestyles Through Sustainable Consumption in China
The hot-spots identified above show that urban consumption patterns in China’s mega cities
need to be addressed first to reduce increases in emissions from consumption. In the area of
personal mobility, often regarded as the main problem area for many Chinese cities, positive
developments towards sustainable consumption patterns can be observed in the uptake of
electric scooters and bicycles. Over the last decade these electric two-wheelers have made
strong advances in quality, and the diffusion and commercialization has accelerated
dramatically since the early 2000s. Electric two-wheelers emerged from virtual non-existence
in the 1990s. Then, in 2000 about 300,000 electric bikes were sold and the number of bikes
sold increased to 10 million in 2005 and 20 million in 2006 (Weinert et al., 2008).
Electric two-wheelers have significantly reduced environmental impacts compared to
other personal urban travel options. The average electric bicycle uses only 1.5 kWh
electricity per 100 km. Compared to the average of 3 litres petrol used by a motorcycle and
10 litres petrol by a passenger car in urban city traffic, the environmental impact reduction is
considerable, even if electricity is generated through coal. It also is also a more cost effective
mobility option. Given 10,000 km travelled per year, the total electricity cost would amount
to about 90 to 100 Yuan, which is about 15 times lower than that of a motorcycle and more
than 40 times lower than of a car. (Feng, Jiang and Chen, 2007)
How can Chinese urban consumers make progress towards realising low-carbon
lifestyles in other consumption related demand areas? While on the one hand Chinese urban
consumption patterns and life-styles are converging with those in Europe, Japan and North
America, on the other hand personal consumption in China is a socially, culturally and
politically embedded and idiosyncratic activity affected by society and institutions, which can
be quite different than those in western industrialised countries. A number of relationships
shape values of Chinese consumers, including notions of utility and need. Currently, material
consumption in China increasingly is perceived to contribute to self-satisfaction, social
position and serves as an indicator of a good, successful und modern life. Initiatives that aim
to enable SCP and emission reductions in China must therefore deal with both ‘hard’
technical details of industrial production processes, as is currently the main focus, as well as
‘soft’ issues such as how consumption is practiced, perceived and circumscribed by Chinese
society.
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One the one hand, wealthy urban consumers have significantly larger environmental
footprints and higher carbon emissions than their less well-off fellow citizens. This is true for
western industrialised countries as much as for China. Therefore, wealthy consumers with
high-impact lifestyles carry a larger share of the responsibility for contributing to global
environmental changes such as climate change. On the other hand, wealthy consumers can be
agents of change supporting the transition towards sustainable consumption and production
patterns. Through their buying power they can take up their responsibility and support ‘green’
and low-carbon products, such as organic food and natural cosmetics, living in modern lowcarbon buildings that use environmental technologies and sustainable building materials,
organic fashion made from natural fibres and dyes, and make use of low-carbon vehicles such
as hybrid cars. While often perceived as such, these green products are in fact not bottom-end
products of low-quality and low-price, but luxury products for the wealthy that the average
consumer in many cases cannot afford.
As for China's nouveau riche, consumption is not any longer about meeting basic
daily needs, but has entered a stage of conspicuous consumption, an "Enjoy Now" phase
where higher-end purchases are no longer out of reach. According to Merrill Lynch’s Asia
Pacific Wealth Report, an estimated 415,000 Chinese had more than $1 million in disposable
assets in 2007, more than any other country (Merrill Lynch and Capgemini, 2008). Up to 170
million people, or 13 percent of the population, can afford luxury brands and the number is
predicted to reach 250 million by 2010. They are mostly aged between 25 and 40 and live in
urban developed coastal regions of China. They are fashionable and passionate about lifestyle
and quality. With a growth of 20 to 35 percent in the next five years the Chinese Ministry of
Commerce predicts the country will become the world's largest luxury market by 2014,
accounting for 23 percent of global business (Battered luxury brands eye Chinese market,
2009).
As Chinese consumers increasingly spend their money on luxury goods, there should
be no apparent contradiction between a luxury life-style and sustainable consumption of high
quality green products. However, at this stage green and sustainable products are not
particularly considered to be luxury goods and product quality is often not satisfactory. An
additional issue is that eco-labels, important tool for the identification of green and
sustainable products, have low credibility and are not trusted by Chinese consumers. A shift
in consumer thinking, together with increased awareness about environmental and health
issues, and quality improvements can give green products a new face and image. With these
barriers overcome, green sustainable products have the potential to become new status
symbols and a creative means of displaying wealth and success. Furthermore, it can be a way
of generating positive emotions and satisfaction from consumption that cannot be gained
through unsustainable wasteful or unethical consumption practices which can often even be
accompanied by feelings of guilt.
This trend towards green high-end lifestyles can already be observed in the lifestyle
concept of LOHAS (Lifestyle Of Health And Sustainability) which is becoming an ever more
important high-end market segment in North America, Europe and Japan. Even in China the
LOHAS concept (lehuo) is beginning to become known and is used as marketing strategy by
forward-looking, innovative businesses. Through buying green luxury products such as
organic food or cosmetics, the market share of such niche products can be increased and be
made available for mainstream consumers. However, green consumerism is probably not the
final answer, the greening of markets and improving the quality of green products has rather
to be seen as a step into the direction of sustainable consumption.
In addition to making green products ‘cool’ and trendy, traditional Chinese culture
and values have the potential to positively influence consumption behaviour. All three
Chinese cultural traditions, Buddhism, Daoism and Confucianism, are currently experiencing
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a renaissance in China. Long before current discussions about unsustainable consumption
behaviour these traditions have dealt with issues relating to conspicuous consumption. With
their emphasis on simplicity, contentment, moderation, frugality and harmony between
humans and nature they are still relevant today and influence personal consumption
behaviour. Furthermore, these traditions emphasise the relationship between the individual,
society, the Earth and Universe as one, therefore appropriate personal behaviour is crucial for
global well-being. While ‘back to nature’ in the proper sense of the phrase is not possible,
these traditional cultural values can support awareness about the need of balancing economic
growth through industrialisation and environmental protection, including the global
atmosphere (Angsuvat, 2006).
Addressing unsustainable individual and institutional consumption behaviour is also
increasingly becoming an area of activity for Chinese NGOs and civil society. Environmental
awareness of Chinese consumers’ is increasing, often through the efforts of NGO
environmental activism and campaigns. In the area of climate change the “26-degree
campaign”, which was initiated during 2004 and 2005 jointly by several NGOs including
Global Village of Beijing, World Wide Foundation for Nature in China, China Association
for NGO Cooperation, Friends of Nature, Institute of Environment and Development and
Green Earth Volunteers, has been very successful. Following this campaign, in 2007 the State
Council officially announced that all governmental agencies and state enterprises are obliged
to set air conditioner to a minimum of 26 degrees, which shows that civil society is beginning
to have an impact on national environmental policy making (Xie, 2009).
Furthermore, consumption of sustainable products are not only options for wealthy
urban consumers, but can also be made available for China’s poor in rural areas of Western
China. Examples are solar PV home systems for renewable energy generation. China’s solar
water heater market is already the largest in the world. Through the adoption of solar PV
home systems, many people in rural areas who have never been connected to the electricity
grid can leapfrog towards a sustainable energy future without going through the process of
grid connected unsustainable energy supply through coal fired power generation. Over the
last decade, through a range of government sponsored programmes, several million people in
Western rural China have been supplied with solar home systems, local industries have been
built up contributing to social and economic development in the region. Electricity provision
further is the basis for other economic activities and social development.
In addition to greening markets other efforts are likely to be necessary to achieve
systemic solutions. Examples are the development of product-service systems that can be
realised through increasingly closer partnerships and collaboration between stakeholders
(Morelli, 2007). The SCP approaches developed and practiced in western industrialised
countries can be replicated and offer potential solutions also for addressing challenges arising
from Chinese consumption patterns and lifestyles. In addition, particular SCP practices and
strategies based on the native cultural as well as political contexts need to be considered for
realisation of SCP in China (Leong, 2008).
Particularly China’s policies for demand side management and changing consumer
behaviour based on a tradition of central planning can show very different approaches and
results compared to those implemented in Western countries, where market-based
mechanisms are preferred over top-down command and control mechanisms. A case in point
are the Beijing measures to reduce traffic congestions and improve air quality during and
after the Olympics. The effects on traffic reduction can be to some degree compared with the
effects of congestion charges in the London inner city. Which approach is better or more
effective is difficult to assess and should be considered according to the socio-political
situation and local conditions. While an imposed Beijing-style “five-day regulations” would
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very likely be met with resistance in most European cities, implementation of congestion
charges would be likely to face other difficulties in Chinese cities.
In the context of global financial crisis and economic downturn, China’s policymakers
face both challenges and opportunities. China has in the last three decades largely been a
production-focused economy, with most products destined for overseas export markets and
consumption in the countries of Europe and North America. As the recent financial crisis has
shown, this model was unsustainable not only from an environmental perspective, but also
from financial and economic perspectives. China’s economic policy is now stimulating the
increase of national domestic consumption to prevent large-scale unemployment in the
manufacturing sector. The government’s stimulus package with more than US$200 billion
allocated for green spending (HSBC, 2009), in comparison to other countries’ spending the
highest amount allocated for green industries, is an example how government can stimulate
economic development towards sustainability. In times of economic and financial crisis
China now has also the opportunity to change its economic structure from one that only
produced low-value-added products and relied on external markets to an economy based on
sustainable consumption and production systems.
Conclusion
Emissions from coal-fired power stations for electricity generation are generally still being
perceived as the main contribution to climate change from China. While in the past China’s
environmental problems and greenhouse gas emissions can indeed be largely contributed to
electricity generation and resource and emission intensive industrial production, within the
next decade the focus will very likely shift towards more consumption related impacts. As a
result of increasing incomes and urbanisation the share of emissions from the consumption
areas of private mobility, housing and food are going to increase and will account for one of
the largest shares of China’s emissions in the future.
The conceptual and practical approaches of SCP offer a good opportunity for China to
address the issues of rising urban per capita ecological footprints and greenhouse gas
emissions simultaneously, and contribute to the creation of a resource efficient and lowcarbon economy and society. Currently in China, SCP is mainly being promoted through the
circular economy approach, which has a strong focus on cleaner and leaner production
processes, waste minimization and recycling. It does, however, not explicitly include the
issue of sustainable consumption. While the circular economy is an important legislation to
improve environmental performance of industry sectors, a comprehensive SCP approach will
also need to consider the growing impact associated with new consumption patterns,
particularly in respect to growing greenhouse gas emissions.
Addressing unsustainable consumption patterns in China requires the active
participation of China’s wealthy consumers who have the power to support a market shift
towards greening products and markets. Increasing awareness among Chinese consumers
about environmental and health related issues is an important first step in any transition to
sustainable consumption patterns. However, as increased awareness does not automatically
lead to behavioural changes, further SCP practices and measures addressing consumer
behaviour are required. These SCP practices can to some degree be taken from Europe and
other countries, but for replication in China will have to be tailored according to the specific
Chinese cultural, political and social conditions.
Finally, the Chinese government has included the expansion of domestic consumption
as a key goal to overcome the financial crisis and global economic downturn. The
government is allocating large amounts for financial stimulus spending towards important
sectors such as railway systems, public transportation and energy efficient buildings. While
there are doubts how ‘green’ China’s stimulus package actually will be, this type of green
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spending offers opportunities to establish sustainable urban infrastructures, including lowenergy housing and sophisticated public transport systems from the outset. This effort has the
potential to support medium-sized second-tier cities, where most future construction will take
place, to avoid becoming locked into unsustainable infrastructure, making the transition for
Chinese citizens towards sustainable consumption and production patterns significantly easier,
thereby pre-emptying high-carbon urban lifestyles.
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